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Report to the Planning and Zoning Commission 
Prepared by the Maricopa County Planning and Development Department 

  
 

Case: CPA2019010 – New River Area Plan    

 

Meeting Date: October 24, 2019 

 

Agenda Item: 7    

 

Supervisor Districts: 3      
 

   

Request: Approval of the New River Area Plan  

    

Site Location: Generally New River/Desert Hills/Anthem areas 

   

Recommendation: Approve 

 

 

 

Overview 

 

1. In 2016 The Board of Supervisors adopted the most recent comprehensive plan to address 

important challenges related to the region’s continuous and rapid growth. Known as Vision 

2030, this plan helps Maricopa County meet statutory requirements, implement the county’s 

Strategic Priorities, and make informed decisions that will shape the county’s future. Notably, 

Vision 2030 continues the county’s long-standing strategy of preparing area plans to address 

the unique challenges and needs of specific unincorporated locations, including the New 

River/Desert Hills/Anthem area. 

 

2. First adopted in 1992, the New River Area Plan was last updated in 1999. Much has changed 

in the planning area since then, including a reduced planning area due to annexations, the 

buildout of Anthem, new commercial development along I-17 and Carefree Highway, and 

additional population growth throughout the region. These changes over the past 20 years 

necessitate an update to what is now an antiquated plan.  

 

3. The New River Area Plan is a “subset” of Vision 2030, and as such includes the same elements 

(i.e. planning-related topics): 

 

 Land Use 

 Transportation 

 Environment 

 Economic Growth 

 Growth Areas 

 Open Space 

 Water Resources 

 Energy 

 Cost of Development 
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4. In addition to each element, the updated plan includes an executive summary for quick 

reading, guiding principles that shape the plan’s strategies and policies, an overview of 

existing conditions, goals and policies for each element, scenic corridor guidelines for I-17 

and New River Road, and a summary of the broad public outreach program that shaped 

this plan.  

 

5. Given the 20-year gap since the last update it’s understandable that there are significant 

and meaningful changes from the previous plan. Some of the more notable changes 

include: 

 

 A 27% reduction in the size of the planning area mainly due to annexation by the City of 

Phoenix of large areas north of Carefree Highway and west of I-17; 

 Redesignating the previous “Town Center” to a rural density classification. This was due 

to significant public support for such change, and the lack of a feasible implementation 

of the original Town Center concept;  

 Adding New River Road/7th Street as a scenic corridor with related development 

guidelines. This joins existing scenic corridors along I-17 and Carefree Highway. 

 

While these changes are part of the much-needed update, one important concept remains 

the same: a continuation of the generally rural, low-density land use pattern that currently 

exists outside of Anthem.  

 

6. Through extensive public outreach participants identified several important planning 

principles that not only shape the goals and policies in this plan, but will also guide decisions 

regarding future growth. These principles include: 

 

 Preserve and respect the area’s rural lifestyle; 

 Support low-density/large-lot residential development consistent with current land use 

patterns; 

 Balance responsible land use decisions with private property rights; 

 Preserve and enhance the area’s natural features and open space; 

 Protect scenic corridors. 

 

 

Public Participation 

 

7. To reach as many citizens, community organizations, government agencies, interest groups 

and other stakeholders as possible, staff held several public workshops and met with 

individuals and community groups to gather input during preparation and review of the draft 

plan.  The following is a brief summary of the outreach efforts: 

 

 Initial community workshops were held in November and December of 2018 to discuss 

upcoming planning process, and to identify the issues and concerns of area residents. 

These workshops were well attended as over 200 attendees had an opportunity to share 

their thoughts and ideas.  A third workshop was held in Anthem in June, 2019 to discuss 

the contents of the draft plan and to gather initial feedback. A final community workshop 

was held in September, 2019 to seek final input and changes to the draft plan. To help 
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ensure effective participation staff used various formats for the workshops, including 

presentations, open Q&A, issue surveys, and small group discussions. Further, to 

encourage community participation, a postcard was mailed to every address in the 

planning area inviting property owners to the first public meeting. In addition, staff 

created an extensive email list of groups, individuals, businesses, and government 

agencies who were notified of the workshops and of ways to participate in the process. 

Staff believes this method of communication was effective in that these workshops were 

well attended and very beneficial to helping ensure broad input. 

 

 In late 2018 and throughout 2019, staff also met with several community and stakeholder 

groups that represent different interests in the planning area. These meetings 

supplemented and helped build upon the input received at the community workshops, 

and helped ensure that many viewpoints were represented during preparation of the 

draft plan.  

 

 Staff also established a unique email address to allow stakeholders an opportunity to 

share their ideas, thoughts and recommendations during plan preparation, and to 

provide feedback upon its drafting. Staff monitored this email address daily because it 

was intended to be a convenient way for anyone to participate in the plan’s preparation 

anytime and anywhere.  

 

 Information about community workshops, ways to participate in plan preparation, and 

each draft plan were posted on the Planning and Development Department’s webpage 

for public viewing. This website was updated periodically as new information became 

available to ensure relevance and accuracy.  

 

 Using these outreach methods staff closely evaluated all comments and 

recommendations so that, where feasible and practical, they could be included in the 

final draft plan. As a result, staff believes that the final product is truly representative of 

overall community wishes.   

 

 

Issues & Strategies 

 

8. Significant public outreach efforts allowed stakeholders to identify important issues that 

affect their community today, and to help develop policies that address those issues in the 

future. While not inclusive, the following is a brief overview of the most frequently identified 

issues, as well as strategies in the plan to help address them.  

 

 Issue: Growth and Development 

 

Participants overwhelmingly expressed a desire to maintain low-density, rural residential 

land use patterns. Participants are also concerned about lot splits that could potentially 

result in illegal subdivisions, as well as potential urban development on State Trust land 

and continuing annexation by surrounding communities. Policies and strategies to 

address these concerns include supporting Arizona laws regarding illegal land divisions, 

discouraging urban development outside of identified growth areas, and supporting 

voluntary rezoning of property from current Rural 43 to Rural 190. 
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 Issue – Water Availability 

 

Water availability continues to be a significant concern for much of the planning area 

due to decreasing ground water levels. In many instances residents have turned to water 

hauling services to meet their domestic needs. Maricopa County has limited authority or 

ability to assist in this issue, however the draft plan does encourage residents to integrate 

low impact development (LID) techniques into the design of homes and landscaping, 

and encourages efforts by the Arizona Department of Water Resources to continuously 

monitor and evaluate groundwater supplies.  

 

 Issue – Dust/Air Quality 

 

Airborne dust is an ongoing air quality issue throughout Maricopa County, and the 

planning area is no exception. A large number of private, unpaved streets in the planning 

area is a major source of airborne dust in this vicinity. Moreover, participants noted that 

frequent and widespread off-highway vehicle use exasperates the dust problem. As with 

water supply, Maricopa County is limited in its ability and authority to regulate dust from 

these sources, but the plan does emphasize public education on the effects of dust 

through the Maricopa County Air Quality Department’s “Clean Air Make More” 

campaign, and educating residents about their options for establishing road 

improvement districts.  

 

 Issue – Open Space 

 

Along with maintaining the rural lifestyle, many participants identified a desire to have a 

quality and interconnected open space system. Fortunately, the planning area is ideally 

situated proximate to Cave Creek and Lake Pleasant Regional Parks, Spur Cross Ranch, 

the Tonto National Forest, the Phoenix Sonoran Preserve, and Bureau of Land 

Management property. Combined, these areas provide residents many thousands of 

acres of protected, natural open space to enjoy. This plan encourages protection of 

these areas for current and future generations, and for a safe trail system that helps 

connect them.  

 

 

Staff Analysis 

 

9. Much has changed in the planning area since the last update in 1999, but what hasn’t 

changed is a general public consensus to maintain a low-density, low-intensity, and rural 

community profile. Overall, staff believes that this updated New River Area Plan achieves 

this outcome and is reflective of the wants and needs of the planning area community. In 

addition, the extensive and multifaceted public outreach process was effective at 

identifying key issues and concerns, and in allowing the creation of strategies and policies 

to address them.  

 

10. Overall, staff believes that the public outreach process was effective and successful. Using 

multiple methods of gathering community input, staff was able to effectively capture both 

the quantity and, more importantly, quality of input necessary to make the process 

successful. As a result, much of this input is included in the final draft for consideration.  
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11. The New River Area Plan update addresses many issues that will help shape growth and 

development in the years to come. Each element addresses unique challenges, yet they 

have a ‘cause-and-effect’ relationship where decisions regarding one can impact the 

others.  

 

12. Like Vision 2030, this area plan sets direction and expectations for future growth in the 

planning area. In particular, specific policies for each element are intended to be clear and 

concise so that residents, businesses, and other stakeholders can make informed lifestyle and 

investment decisions, and lets the county determine whether its policies are implemented 

consistently.  

 

13. Staff believes that the New River Area Plan update represents a sensible, practical and 

balanced approach to future growth. The strategies and policies are intended to be 

effective and easy to understand. While each element addresses a distinct aspect of future 

growth, all nine elements are linked by a common set of core principles. This link helps ensure 

consistent interpretation and application of the plan as new growth occurs. Finally, staff 

believes that the public input process was inclusive and resulted in a plan that is reflective of 

broad community wants and needs.  

 

 

Recommendation 

 

14. Staff recommends the Commission motion for approval of case CPA2019010 for the reasons 

outlined in this report. 

 

Presented by:  Matt Holm, AICP, Planning Supervisor   

Reviewed by: Darren Gerard, AICP, Deputy Director 

 
Enclosure: Final Draft, New River Area Plan (119 total pages) 
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2. TRANSPORTATION

Overview
Based on input from public meetings and surveys, residents define an effective transportation system as 
one that is safe, efficient and reflects the rural character of the Planning Area. In order to preserve the area’s 
character, New River Road/7th Street joins Carefree Highway and Black Canyon Freeway as a Scenic Corridor. 
Additionally, the Plan recommends the development of bike facilities and multi-use pathways for equestrian and 
pedestrian use, while encouraging traffic calming. 

Significant Plan Changes

•	 New River/ 7th Street is identified as a scenic corridor
•	 Bike facilities are added to major roadways within the Desert Hills community and along New River Road 

to ensure the Plan is consistent with Maricopa County Department of Transportation plans and studies.

Transportation Inventory and Analysis
Three major roadways define the Planning Area: Black Canyon Freeway (I-17) to the west; Carefree Highway 
to the south; and New River Road/7th Street through the heart of the Planning Area (“Existing Transportation” 
on page 40). The Planning Area also includes roads that are part of the County roadway network and are 
maintained by the Maricopa County Department of Transportation (MCDOT). The following describes the 
existing roadway network, maintenance programs, and public transit that exist within the Planning Area.

Black Canyon Freeway (I-17) Scenic Corridor
The 1999 New River Area Plan established I-17 as a scenic corridor. The Natural Scenic Overlay District boundary 
is a half mile on either side of the edge of the ADOT/I-17 right-of-way between New River Road and the Yavapai 
County boundary as well as a few additional areas specifically identified for additional protection. 

The Black Canyon Freeway (I-17) and its frontage roads serve the western length of the Planning Area. 
I-17 provides the principal inter-city connection between the Flagstaff and Phoenix metropolitan areas. The 
Average Daily Traffic (ADT) presently exceeds 45,850 vehicles (ADOT HPMS 2016). Due to the projected rise 
in traffic and the frequent occurrence of accidents between Sunset Point and Black Canyon City, the Arizona 
Department of Transportation (ADOT) recently completed a Flex Lane Study. As a result of the study, a third lane 
will be added to both northbound and southbound directions. The additional lanes will run from the Anthem 
interchange north to Sunset Point Rest Stop. The flex lanes will relieve heavy weekend traffic and, when an 
accident blocks traffic, flex lanes will become reverse lane relievers. Construction is scheduled for 2020 to 2022, 
and will represent a major upgrade to the busy corridor. 

In addition to the primary freeway, I-17 frontage roads collect and distribute local traffic on each side of the 
freeway. The frontage roads are primarily two-lane, divided roadways with limited, dedicated left turn lanes 
providing access to commercial and residential properties. The east frontage road extends north from Anthem 
approximately 2.5 miles and ends at New River Road. There is no access to I-17 north of New River Road. The 
west frontage goes from Anthem Way and dead ends at the New River waterway.
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